Oral administration of antigen can lead to the onset of autoimmune disease.
Oral administration of antigen is known to induce a state of specific immunological unresponsiveness to a subsequent challenge with the same antigen. Based on this, oral delivery of autoantigens has been applied as a possible strategy for the treatment of human autoimmune diseases like rheumatoid arthritis and multiple sclerosis. The precise mechanisms involved in the induction of oral tolerance are yet to be clearly defined. In an attempt to address this issue, we have generated several lines of transgenic mice using ovalbumin (OVA) as the model antigen. Our studies have shown that a cytotoxic T lymphocyte response could be induced by oral administration of antigen and that this could lead to the onset of autoimmune disease. These findings suggest caution should be applied when oral administration of antigen is used to treat human autoimmune diseases.